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THE REVOLUTIONARY TRADITION
The Political Strand
ON 15 May 1940 the German armies broke through the
defences of the Meuse and enveloped Sedan. Within two
months this military defeat led to the capitulation of France,
and this in turn led to the overthrow of the Third French Re-
public* Seventy years before, on i September 1870, the German
armies of Bismarck had also broken through at Sedan and the
capitulation of the Emperor Napoleon III had led to the over-
throw of the Second French Empire. Between these two dates
the history of France is the story of the Third Republic, the
most prolonged experiment in parliamentary democracy that
France has ever made. It was an experiment which began and
ended amid the sound of gunfire dying away round Sedan.
There is a rounded completeness about it which had no need
to be adorned by such carefully staged performances as Hitler's
dictation of the armistice terms in Foch's railway-carriage in
the forest of Compiegne. The story of the Republic in the
intervening seventy years is dominated by certain constant
forces which, in their persistence and fatality, give an atmo-
sphere of doom and dramatic unity reminiscent of the highest
tragedy.
This book is an attempt to analyse and describe these forces,
and to examine the working of democratic ideas in these par-
ticular circumstances of time and place. It is an account of why
France adopted, after 1870, a system of parliamentary govern-
ment; of the operative ideas on which this particular form of
the modern democratic State depended; of then* interaction
with social conditions and political developments in France;
of their successes and failures in claiming the loyalty of various
sections of French public opinion. It is concerned neither to
vindicate nor to condemn, but only to explain. It is a study of